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Foreword 
The history of Maltese medicine in general and of pathology in par-
ticular, like that of any other area of human endeavour, is inevitably 
enmeshed with that of our neighbouring countries. Not even Malta is 
an island unto itself. In fact, as this monograph shows, the trends in 
scientific and medical thinking in Malta were closely linked with those 
on the continent from where our ancestors obtained their inspiration 
as well as their technical skills. 
The idea of putting together these milestones in Pathology occurred 
several years back and was meant to highlight certain aspects of 
pathology and pathologists in Malta. It was originally thought desirable 
to have s.ome sort of stand-alone exhibit to illustrate these topics, but 
this soon developed into a more detailed description of men and events 
over the past few hundred years. 
There is nobody who is more qualified to write about the history of any 
aspect of history of medicine in Malta than Or Paul Cassar. His 
monumental "Medical History of Malta" published in 1965 is now a 
classic and has established his credentials firmly within the world of 
medical historians. He has written extensively about the various topics 
relating to medical history, and has done more than anyone else to 
establish this branch of medicine within the Maltese ethos. 
In this book we find the sources of medical education stretching back 
to the 1770s, and the history of the beginning of the practice of morbid 
anatomy since the very beginning of the seventeenth century. The 
personalities involved in this drama .and their contributions are high-
lighted here for the first time. I hope that this booklet will be found of 
value by all students of history and medicine in Malta as a backdrop to 
understanding one facet of historical development in Malta .. 
Medical School 
University of Malta 
Professor M.N.Cauchi 
Preface 
The following pages claim to be nothing more than a brief 
sketch of events in chronological sequence that mark the 
rise of the science of pathology in Malta over the past three 
, 
hundred years. This development cannot be adequately 
appreciated without a backward glance over a stretch of 
time when morbid anatomy and clinical medicine were still 
interpreted in terms of the ancient theory of the four 
humours - blood, phlegm, yellow bile and black bile -
according to which an imbalance of these humours was 
considered to be the root cause of disease. In fact it was 
not until after 1858 when Rudolf Virchow (1821-1902), 
Professor of Pathology at Wursburg University, brought out 
his c'oncept of Cellular Pathology that the humoral theory 
was abandoned. In fact Virchow pointed out that the cell 
was the centre of all bodily activity and changes and 
ultimately the seat of disease. 
Going through these pages the reader will note the great 
impact that European medical literature and advances 
have exercised on the development of pathology in Malta. 
This is to be expected as Malta, in its central geographical 
location in the Mediterranean at the southernmost point of 
Europe has, since ancient times, been a hub in the main 
stream of the political, maritime, cultural and medical 
evolution of that continent. 
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I. LITERARY SOURCES IN THE 
TEACHING OF PATHOLOGY 
1771 The earliest reference to the academic teaching of pathol-
ogy in Malta occurs in the Statute for the New Studies of 
the University and for the College of Education enacted as 
a Chirograph over the signature of Grand Master Emanuel 
Pinto on the 22nd May 1771. 
Chapter Ten, Regarding the Teaching of Medicine, laid 
down in Paragraph I (Translation from the Italian):- liThe 
Professor of Medicine, after delivering a general discourse 
on the morbid conditions of the human body, and on the 
use of medicaments, must first and foremost explain the 
elements of philosophy, of pathology, of semeiotics, of 
hygiene and of therapeutics which are the principal parts of 
theoretical medicine". Paragraph 11 states that "then he is 
to deal with Practical Medicine, that is with fevers and 
specific diseases". 
Chapter Eleve~. Paragraph Two regarding the teaching of 
Anatomy and Surgery laid down that students had to be 
present during great surgical operations: thus they had 
occasion to observe the living pathology of the human 
body.1 
1 
1796 William Cullen (1710-90) was a renowned teacher of 
Clinical Medicine: the holder of the Chairs of Medicine 
(Glasgow 1751), of Chemistry (Edinburgh 1755) and of 
Physiology (Edinburgh 1766). 
He is the author of a textbook, First Lines of the Practice of 
Physic (1777) in which he deals with the pathology of 
various morbid conditions and the cardinal signs of the 
inflammatory process i.e redness, swelling, heat, pain, 
tenderness and impaired function of the external and inter-
nal organs involved. 
This textbook was available at the Public Library of Valletta 
in an Italian translation Guglielmo CuI/en: Elementi di 
medicina pratica, Venezia, 1796.2 
1833-34 The Hon John Hookham Frere (1769-1846) was a British 
diplomat. Educated at Eton College and Cambridge 
University, he made a reputation as a Greek and Latin 
scholar. In 1821 he settled in Malta where he was host to 
Sir Waiter Scott (1831) and the Maltese patriot Mikiel Anton 
Vassalli (1764 - 1829). He also enjoyed the esteem of Lord 
Byron and Samuel Taylor Coleridge. 
Appointed President of the General Council of our Univer-
sity he promoted the study of medicine by donating a 
number of books for the use of the medical students - a 
nucleus that formed the basis of the present Medical School 
Library. His donation consisted of thirty-three works in 
2 
eighty-five volumes on various topics of medicine and 
surgery. Pathology is represented by the following books:-
1. Matthew Baillie (1761-1823), The Morbid Anatomy of 
Some of the Most Important Parts of the Human Body, 
London, 1833. This work is a milestone in the history of 
pathology because the author treats pathology as an inde-
pendent science and endeavours to correlate the clinical 
picture of disease with the underlying changes in the struc-
ture of the bodily organs as seen on post mortem examina-
tion. 
2. David Craigie, Elements of General and Pathological 
Anatomy, Edinburgh, 1828. 
David Craigie (1793-1866) was Fellow of the Edinburgh 
College of Physicians and President of the Royal Medical 
Society of that City. His contemporaries judged his con-
tribution on the morbid changes in the pancreas as the best 
section of his book. 
3. F.C. Hartry1ann, Istituzioni di patologia generale, 
Padova, 1828. Hartmann (19th century) was Professor of 
General Pathology and of Pharmacology in the Imperial 
University of Vienna. 
He warns the reader not to accept the authority of others in 
medicine as this may lead to error but is to adopt an eclectic 
approach in conformity with our own experience and the 
results of continuous investigations. 
3 
4. Joseph Hodgson, Trattato delle ma/attie delle arterie 
e delle vene, Milano, 2 vols. 1823. 
Joseph Hodgson (1788-1869) was a Member of the Royal 
College of Surgeons of London. He gave the first descrip-
\ 
tion of the aneurysmal dilatation of the aorta. A large 
section of this work deals with the aneurysm of the popliteal 
artery and the ligation of important arteries. 
I 
These books were initially deposited in the Public Library at 
Valletta where they were identified in 1985 and transferred 
through the efforts of. Dr. Paul Cassarto the Medical School 
where they are displayed in a glass case as The John 
Hookham Frere Memorial Medical Library.3 
1848 Pathological Museum. In July 1848 The Societa Medica 
d'/ncoraggiamento requested the setting up of a Pathologi-
cal Museum (gabinetto pat%gico) and ad hoc Dissection 
Room at the Civil Hospital, at Valletta, which was then the 
Teaching Hospital of the Medical School of Malta.4 
1882 Carl Rokitansky (1804-78) lived in the period before the 
discovery of the bacterial causes of disease changed the 
whole face of pathology in the last decades of the 19th 
century. He regarded pathology as the foundation of clinical 
knowledge. His work, Anatomia pat%gica, deals with the 
pathology of tumours (cancer), heart disease, and the 
vascular and nervous systems. It is, in fact, the result of 
thousands of post mortem examinations performed during 
4 
the thirty years of his Professorship of Pathology at the 
University of Vienna. A copy of its Venice edition of 1852 
was on the shelves of the Public Library of Valletta.5 
1858 Rudolph Virchov (1821-1902) Professor of Pathology in 
Berlin, was a foremost pathologist, politician, leader for 
democracy and a pioneer of ,social reform and public 
hygiene. 
He regarded the cell as the fundamental unit of biology and 
the seat of pathological changes. By his epoch-making 
book on Celll,Jlar Pathology in 1858 he disproved the old-
fashioned "humoral theory" of disease. 
The following works were available at the Public Library of 
Valletta:-
1.Cellular Pathology. Translated from the second edition 
of the German original, London, 1860, with 144 wood 
engravings. 
2.Lesioni sifilitiche cos tituziona Ii , Napoli, 1865. 
3.Description and Explanation of the Methods of Perform-
ing Post-Mortem Examinations (Translated from the 
second German Edition) London, 1880. 
This work includes the "Regulations for the Guidance of 
Medical Jurists in Conducting Post-Mortem Examinations 
for Legal Purposes (1875).6 
5 
1865-67 Or Antonio Ghio. The Cholera epidemic of 1865 was the 
sixth epidemic to strike Malta and Gozo. Or Antonio Ghio, 
the Chief Police Physician (corresponding to the CGMO of 
today) wrote in 1867:, "The means by which cholera is 
communicated by man to man are not yet well ascertained. 
\ 
It seems, however, that excretions (bowel discharges) are 
the vehicles by which the choleraic virus ... is eliminated 
from a person and passes either directly or indirectly to 
other" individuals" 
One theory held, but without any evidence to corroborate 
the statement, that "cholera is conveyed from one place to 
another through the atmospheric air". Or Ghio opposed 
this theory as "no positive facts were noticed showing that 
mode of transmission" in the five previous epidemics of the 
disease. On the contrary he was convinced that the bowel 
discharges of choleraic patients were the vehicles of the 
infecting agent. It is to be noted that Ghio was expressing 
this conviction twenty years before Robert Koch an-
nounced his discovery of the causative organism of the 
disease - the Cholera vibrio in 1884.7 
1871 Or Amabile Gulia, brother and contemporary of Gavino 
Gulia, surveyed the literature on the contributions of Louis 
Pasteur (1822- 95) and of Joseph Lister (1827-1912) on the 
germ theory of disease and the Listerian method of surgical 
disinfection with carbolic acid.8 
6 
1871 Dr Lionel Beale. The pathology of "contagious disease" 
was discussed in his book, available in Malta on Disease 
Germs. Its real nature. An original Investigation with the 
aid of the highest powers (of the microscope) yet made. 
Published by Churchill, 1871, with sixteen coloured plates.9 
1872 Dried Blood Stains. Examination. The possibility of dis-
tinguishing between dried human and animal blood in 
stains from fabrics for court evidence had been a controver-
sial issue in Europe since at least the early 1850's. and was 
still so in the early 1870's when doubts were raised about 
their identification in a murder trial in Malta in 1869. 
Three medical experts appointed by the court examined 
dried blood stains from the trousers of the accused with the 
spectroscope and the microscope. They concluded that 
the stains were of human olood. The court, however, 
warned the jury not to reply on the experts' opinion against 
their personal convictions. 
Dr J. Denis Macdonald Royal Navy, Fellow of the Royal 
Society was at this time stationed in Malta on HMS Lord 
Warden. He admitted the uncertainties surrounding this 
problem in 1872. He stated that in the state of knowledge 
of his time, it was not expected that lithe most skilful and 
practised person should be able to distinguish human 
blood from that of other animals". 10 
7 
1873 Or Gavino Gulia (1835-1889), Professor of Natural History 
and Forensic Medicine at the University of Malta and 
Founder and Editor of the Medical Journal 11 Barth. In 1873 
he proposed the setting up of a Pathological Laboratory at 
the Central (General) Hospital at Floriana for the chemical 
\ 
and microscopical examinations of urine and other "ex-
creta" and a gabinetto furnished with Chemical Reagents 
and a microscope under the direction of the Professor of 
Chemistry, Vincenzo Micallef (1859-1905). 
As basic literature Gulia suggested a number of manuals in 
English, Italian, French and German. Among these were 
Urinary Deposits. Their Diagnosis, Pathology and 
Therapeutical Indications by G. Bird, revised by E. Lloyd 
Birkett; and A Treatise on the Pathology of the Urine which 
included a complete guide to its analysis; and a Treatise on 
Gall Stones both by J.L.W. Thudicum. 11 
In 1874 he wrote two articles on the Foundations of 
Pathological Anatomy 12. He dealt with arterial obstruction, 
gangrene, atrophy of muscles and bones and the formation 
of caseous matter in the lungs. It appears that his intention 
was to contribute other articles on pathology but he did not 
do so. The works consulted by him were:-
1.A. Ransi. Lezioni di patologia chirurgica, 3 Vols. Firenze, 
1860. 
2.H. Green, An Introduction of Pathology and Morbid 
Anatomy, London, 1873. 
8 
3. E. Rind. Lehrbuch der pathologischen Gevebelehre sur 
Einfuhrung in das Stadium der pathologische Anatomie, 
Leipsig, 1871. 
4. J.B. Morgagni. De sedibus et causis morborum 
anatomen indagati, Patavii, 1765. There is an italian edition 
of this work with the title Delle ~edi e causa delle malattie, 
3 Vols. Firenze, 1839 - consisting of a series of clinical 
histories with their post mortem findings and comments. A 
copy is at the Public Library, Valletta. 
Dr 'Gavino Gulia was quite familiar with the works of Carl 
Rokitansky and Rudolf Virchov (q.v.) to which he refers on 
a number of occasions in his medical journal 11 Barth 
(1871-1877). When the cause of "typhus" was still 
debatable he expressed his conviction that "germs" were 
the causative agents of the disease. 
He favoured specialisation in the medical field and deplored 
the fact that no such specialisation had yet occured by 1872 
with the result that "every doctor was compelled to cultivate 
all the branch.es of medicine and surgery at the same 
time.,,12 
1908 J. Martin Beattie & W.E. Changie Dickson The text 
book in use at the beginning of the twentieth century by 
medical students in Malta was this Text-book of General 
Pathology. (London, 1908). It had 102 illustrations and four 
colour plates from original preparations. This book was 
9 
available at the Public Library at Valletta. J.M. Beattie was 
Professor of Pathology at the University of Sheffield and 
W.E. Carnigie Dickson was Lecturer in Pathology at the 
University of Edinburgh 
1934 - 40 The textbook recommended for medical students at this 
period was the 15th Edition of Green's Manual Of Pathol-
ogy, 'Revised and Enlarged by H.W.C. Vines M.A., 
M.D.Pathologist to Charing Cross Hospital, London, Beit 
Memorial Research Fellow. An Extract from its preface 
states:-"The whole volume has been largely rewritten ... 
Additional chapters have been introduced dealing with 
Avitaminosis, with Diseases of the Ductless Glands, with 
Diseases of the Generative Tract, and with Diseases of the 
Breast ... Over one hundred and fifty new illustrations have 
been replaced by photographs. The lefters "C.C.H. 
Museum" indicate that the specimen illustrated belongs to 
the collections at Charing Cross Hospital, London".13 
10 
11. POST MORTEM INVESTIGATIONS 
1603 Death By Smothering. One of the earliest "inspections" of 
a dead body to determine the cause of death in suspicious 
circumstances is recorded in Malta in 1603. Three doctors 
- Dr Francis Saltalla, Dr Pietro Parisi and Dr Gregorio 
Mamo - were appointed by the Grand Court of the Castel-
lania of Valletta to examine the body of a woman found dead 
at her home on the floor at the foot of her bed. They 
inspected her body and especially her neck for signs of 
strangulation and markings of a ligature round her neck. 
No such evidence of violent death was found. She was 
known to be an epileptic and the three examiners con-
cluded that the woman had died from obstruction to respira-
tion during an epileptic fit. It was, however, later 
discovered that she had been smothered with a pillow by a 
slave and accomplices. The culprits were hanged.14 
1722 On 19th May 1722 Grand Master Antonio Zondadari fell and 
grazed one of his legs. This was followed by fever and 
erysipelas, oedema of the leg and swelling of the inguinal 
glands. He died on 16th June 1722. Post mortem findings:-
The stomach contained a black mass; gall-bladder was full 
of black bile; the liver suffused with a livid colour; the lungs 
were swollen and blood stained; the right ventricle of the 
heart had a small polyp and the pulmonary artery contained 
"a little soft stone" near its attachment to the heart; the 
kidney showed no lesions and the urinary bladder had no 
stones or sandy deposits. 15 
11 
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Ul1 edico, e Fi!ofofo Tr.1ptmeft.-J, 
P"ER L'OCCASIONE DELLA PESTE D[MALTA 
. ~Ii anni del Sig. 1592, 1593. inlino all' An no 1603, 
Opera nmffiri:1, non fiIO:1' Prir,cipi, Signori di Stati, e -M ,jgijlr.1ti 
di Rrpubticht.J , . 
Ma ;l'Proucditori di Slnid; &:t' Medici per potere opportunamen-
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Fig. 1: The title page of the account of the plague of 1592-93 by the 
plague expert from Trapanl Pletro Parlsl (1603). In this book he also 
gives the earliest known published report of a post-mortem In Malta. 
It Is of Interest to note that this book belonged to Fra Gluseppe Zammlt 
(1605-1740) the first lecturer to be appointed to the Chair of Anatomy 
and Surgery at the Holy Infirmary (1676) . 
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Do8orum faCl:a-cum imamento fllper morte,.&c~talis eft. ' . 
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. foleu.a patireallo fpeffodimoti epiIeptici, edifincopc:;ondc:: 
C effendocL venuto· q.u.aldle allalto. epileptico,.elfendo folaa. 
tempo di notte- Ilordita, ca[e0 in terra dallettocon.la bocc<t 
a balfo,e-coslnon potend'arefpirare fi fuffog&.Enondimen(J, 
la~ yerid [u,& il tempo,jn,breue la.dimol1rQ,(pai.che nonpuo, 
£tare ndfuna coh occulta-)elll' dfere: fiata:. com'ha. detto,; 
{lrQzzata, & atfogara. con V110· caftino" o.guanciak foprafa:. 
bocca paH:aci daHafua fchial1a nera,aarJa flla:(erni.trice,.e. Ca' 
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fa:, veruna.:, tn:tti pagorono; la·, .condEgp:i' pena,del: lom f.all.4> ; lafcia: C~./If· 
Fu.daJla Ginfhtia.appicc2:ro,c fq~tartato, lo [i:hi .. u0,,1 a.eitclla. Imilumfllo 
allCO a.p p lee lca) e.la khialla:,,~OU.le: adiutricc 7anl~,apo.ddla. 
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Fig 2: Pietro Parisi's report (p,189, para. B & C) of a post mortem on a 
smothered woman carried out by himself and Drs. Francls Saltalla and 
Gregory Mamo by order of the Grand Court of the Castellania of Valletta. 
13 
1739 By the 5th June 1739 it became the established rule for 
surgical students undergoing training at the Holy Infirmary 
of Valletta to attend anatomical demonstrations, be present 
at operations and take part in post-mortem examinations at 
that hospital and also in private houses in the case of 
patients dying of unknown causes in their own homes.16 
1750-81 It is an record that four post mortems were carried out on 
persons dying at the Lazzaretto on Manoel IslCind while 
undergoing a period of Quarantine. (1750,1767,1769 and 
1781). In 1780 a post mortem Caesarean Section was 
performed on a woman passenger and an eight month 
baby was extracted but he died after an hour.17 
1756-71 Surgeon Michel'Angelo Grima (1731-1798) was the 
Senior Surgeon at the Holy Infirmary and Lecturer in 
Anatomy and Surgery at the Medical School of Malta estab-
lished at the same Holy Infirmary. 
M.A. Grima specialised in surgery in F-Iorence and Paris. 
He joined the French forces during the Seven Years War 
(1756-1763) as a surgeon and was assigned to Cassel 
Hospital in Germany. 
He is the author of a book on traumatic surgery. In his work 
he gives accounts of various post mortems which he carried 
out in Florence, Cassel and Malta. In Cassel alone he did 
no less than fifteen autopsies in cases of injuries, especially 
14 
fractures of the skull and limbs by firearms and sabre cuts. 
Or Michel' Angelo Grima has recorded the results of a post 
mortem carried out on the 9 June 1771 "for the instruction" 
of his students. The subject was a man who died at the Holy 
Infirmary at Valletta after being hit by musket shot in his left 
ilium with penetration of the pelvic cavity. Grima thus 
describes the findings (translated from Italian):- "We 
opened the abdominal and the pelvic cavities. We found a 
piece of cloth containing many minute pellets of lead and a 
splinter of bone that had cut the internal iliac artery. The 
urinary bladder, the rectum and a good portion of the small 
intestine were gangrenous and embedded in a mass of 
clotted blood. On opening the thigh we found that its 
muscles were gangrenous and their il'!terstices filled with 
extravasated blood clots. The cause of death was 
gangrene of the tissues indicated." 18 
1772 On the 31 st October 1772 a post mortem was performed 
on two boys that had been found dead in the Mdina area. 
They were suspected of having been poisoned by eating 
the herb called Gherq il Meschta (Carlina acaulis or 
"camemelon") - a genus of compositae allied to thistle. 
Internal examination of the cadavers showed that the boys 
had ingested this herb mixed with their salad.19 
15 
1773 Following the death of Grand Master Pinto de Fonceca on 
25th January 1773, a dispute arose between the Palace 
Surgeon (Chirurgo di Palazzo) Michele Grillet and Michel' 
Angelo Grima the Senior Surgeon (at the Holy Infirmary), 
as who of the two was to perform the autopsy of the , 
cadaver. M.A. Grima who was the attendant surgeon 
during the Grand Master's illness, was chosen for the task 
for which he was awarded one hundred scudi in gold 
zecchini.20 
1798 French Occupation of Malta 1798-1800. The French 
were eventually bl.ockaded inside Valletta and the Cot-
tonera by the Maltese insurgents. The French troops 
suffered severely from scurvy as they were cut off from fresh 
vegetable supplies and citrus fruit. They were treated at the 
erstwhile Holy Infirmary by the French Physician Claude 
Etienne Robert who described the articular pains, the 
bleeding gums and the loose stools of his patients in his 
Memoire sur la Topographie Physique et Medica/e de 
Malte (PariS, 1802). He treated the sick with oranges, 
lemons and fresh vegetables as long-as these food items 
could be obtained. In this book he gives the results of post 
mortem examinations carried out by him i.e. the livid 
blotches on the skin, the haemorrhages in the internal 
organs, in the muscles and in the synovial membranes. 
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1813-15 Surgeon Calcedonio Speranza was the surgeon in charge 
of the Hospital at Gozo. He was often called by the Courts 
of that island as a medico-Iegal expert in cases of body 
injuries and violent deaths. On the 1st March 1814 he was 
appointed by the Court to perform a post mortem examina-
tion on the body of a murdered man admitted to hospital. 
Speranza's report was as follows (freely translated from 
italian):- "After carefully examining the body I found the 
following lesions: - (a) three wounds, one on the left side of 
the neck; and the other two on the trunk which did not 
penetrate the skin and are of no importance. The neck 
wound is almost five pollici (inches) deep and filled with 
clots of blood from severance of the subclavian artery: (b) 
there were no pathological changes in the internal organs 
beyond turgidity in the lobes of the lungs derived from the 
spread of blood from the neck wound. I consider that the 
loss of blood from the artery was the cause of death which, 
under the above circumstances, was inevitable". 
On the 2nd February 1815 he was called to inspect the dead 
body of a woman that had been found drowned in a well at 
Gharb. An external examination of the cadaver revealed no 
signs of injuries, wounds or of beatings. In Speranza's 
opinion death was due to obstruction of respiration from 
suffocation due to submersion in the water. 
We know very little about Surgeon Caledonio Speranza 
except that with regard to his professional training he was 
a product of the eighteenth century when there was a 
distinct separation between the physician and the surgeon. 
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Speranza would have started his career as an apprentice 
at the Holy Infirmary at Valletta for a number of years, 
attending lectures in anatomy and surgery, dissections and 
post mortem examinations at the same hospital. After 
examination and approval by the senior surgeons of the 
infirmary, he would become a barberotto or barber-surgeon 
and allowed to practice low surgery. In this capacity he 
started his career in the naval service of the Order of St. 
John until his appointment at the Gozo Hospital. fie is the 
author of a manuscript notebook in which he entered notes 
on the diagnosis and death certification of his patients and 
on the medico-Iegal reports submitted to the Gozo Law 
Courts between 1813 and 1815.21 
1833-37 Or Giuseppe Maria Stilon described his findings in his SuI 
cholera morbus (Malta, 1839). He states that many autop-
sies were performed. In "one instance the young assistant 
(who did the p.m. examination) cut one of his fingers while 
opening the intestine which was full of a whitish pultaceous 
matter. He suffered no harm". He reproduces a detailed 
account of the findings of one of these post-mortems. 
Autopsies were also performed in British Military Hospitals 
in Malta.22 
1840-41 Or Charles Galland, Professor of Anatomy at our Univer-
sity (1839 - 1858) did over six hundred and fifteen post 
mortems on patients dying at the Civil Hospital, Valletta, 
during the period December 1840 to December 1841. He 
made use of these autopsies for teaching purposes.23 
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1848 Cholera. A commission of seven doctors wat;: appointed 
in 1848 to study the clinical and pathological manifestations 
of the cholera outbreak of that year. Four autopsies were 
carried out and the findings in the brain, lungs, intestines 
and other abdominal organs were described. The intestines 
did not contain the expected "whitish liquid similar to a 
decoction of rice" - a typical feature of cholera. They there-
fore, concluded that the cases studied were not cholera.24 
1850 Suspected Cholera.Two post mortems were carried out 
in 1850 on two suspected cases of cholera. The intestine 
was found to contain amounts of a 'dirty white fluid' and the 
deaths were ascribed to 'true asiatic cholera'. 25 
1861 During an outbreak of "typhus" in 1861, some post-mortem 
examinations were performed in British Military Hospitals in 
Malta; but none were carried out at the Civil Hospital at 
Floriana despite the fact that this hospital "was crowded with 
patients" . 26 
1870 A Judicial Post Mortem That Went Awry This was a 
murder case. The victim was in a state of advanced 
putrefaction. The essential findings were missed at post 
mortem i.e. part of a knife blade stuck in the skull. This part 
of the knife was discovered during a second post mortem 
examination carried out by a different set of experts. 27 
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1885 The Regulations of the Central (General) Hospital at 
Floriana contemplated the holding of post mortem ex-
aminations to ascertain the cause of death or for the 
"advancement of science or the instruction of students". 
They were performed by the visiting (consultant) staff but 
\ 
warning was given that due attention was to be paid to keep 
the surgical and maternity wards "free from cadaveric infec-
tions". To ensure the protection of the maternity wards the 
obstetrician was exempted from performing necropsies in 
1886.28 I 
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Ill. EXAMINATION OF PATHOLOGICAL TISSUES 
REMOVED FROM THE BODY 
1748 Gabriele Henin (1696-1754) was born and lived at Valletta. 
He studied anatomy and surgery at the hospital of Santa 
Maria Nuova at Florence. After returning to Malta in 1742 
he occupied the Chair of Anatomy and Surgery at the Holy 
Infirmary at Valletta. In the following year he was entrusted 
with the performance of post mortems of patients dying at 
the hospital. 29 
He was the first Maltese surgeon to publish a work on a 
surgical theme - Observatio chirurgo-anathomica ( 
Messina, 1748). In it he deals with the removal of a tumour 
of the back in two minutes time, with the survival of the 
patient, who had come from Messina to Malta to consult 
Gabriele Henin regarding the growth. 
1774 On the 17th March 1774 a diarist recorded that his contem-
porary "the renowned surgeon Michel Angelo Grima 
removed in the ~hort span of three minutes three-fourths of 
one of the breasts of a woman. Dissection of the excised 
portion of the breast showed the presence of four "glands" 
and a dilated vein. 30 
1828-35 Or John Davy (1790-1868) qualified in 1814 and served 
with the British army in Malta (1828-1835). He did post 
mortems on bodies of British soldiers, dying in Malta, to 
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determine the cause of death; studied the rise in tempera-
ture in the cadaver; and carried out experiments on the 
boiling and maceration of the dead human body. He in-
quired into the effects of physical and chemical agents on 
blood coagulation in two hundred and five cadavers at a 
\ 
time when knowledge about the composition of the blood 
was still elementary. He also experimented with vinegar 
and alcohol as preservatives for pathological specimens. 
J • 
He is the author, among other works, of Researches 
Physiological and Anatomical, London, 1839, 2 IVols. In 
Davy's time, pathology was still in its infancy despite the 
work of Gio Batta Morgagni (1682-1771). In fact pathology 
came into its own in the final years of Davy's professional 
life (obiit 1868) after Rudolph Virchow's concept of Cellular 
Pathology (1858) and the staining of bacteria with carmine 
(1871) and methyl violet (1875) became established proce-
dures. 
Davy's experiments on maceration of body organs ob-
tained from cadavers were carried out in "the laboratory of 
the British Military or Station Hospital formerly the Infirmary 
of the knights in "a room by its equable temperature well 
adapted for the purpose". Very likely Davy'slaboratory was 
none other than the pharmacy laboratory of the Holy Infir-
mary which still existed in his time. It was on one side of 
the Upper Quadrangle abutting on Merchants Street. It was 
demolished by air bombing in World War 11. In his 
laboratory he did hundreds of autopsies. Among his equip-
ment he had "a very powerful lens" and a microscope by 
that "foremost microscope maker" Mr Andrew Ross.30 
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In Nofocomio S. Joannis Hyerofao, 
limi tani anno bi fsextili l.J 43 . . 
colletl:a 
~A: G'ABRtEtE HENIN 
Chirurgo fr~mar~o, 0 - PIJ~/i~(}r:Anrt.t bemi.e. 
tJHonfqrc, '&:diffi[f,~ie, i1ecno!j~cuJjfltlj ~ 
& Li that1[)on:~ : _~j;~~~~ .. I7!. 'l,!Jo!tcomij, 
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perutilis, & maximi nc-
ceJJaria. 
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In fure perquam humilis Devo-
tionis tefiimonium 
D.THOMASO VILLANUEBA 
Sicu/orum Militum 7{ellli1 Panbormi 
Co.loniit Du[fori. 7)icaltl. . 
Fig. 3: Title page of the Observatlo by Gabrlele Henln, Senior Surgeon 
at the Holy Infirmary at Valletta. In which he describes the removal and 
appearance of a tumollt from the back ot 8 patient. 
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Fig. 4: The tumour mass as Illustrated In Henln's book 
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Fig. 5: The mtked eye appearance of the tumour fJatls as given by Henln 
in the anatornicallanguage of his .tlme. 
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Fig.6: Gabriele Henin was the first teacher of anatomy to perform human 
dissection in Malta for teaching purposes. The portrait, shown before 
restoration, is by Antoine Favray whose signature appears on the spine 
of the book held vertically by the sitter's left hand. The Inscription was 
written by his successor MA Grima, as a mark of esteem and honour. 
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Fig. 7: Surgeon Michel'Angelo Grlma (1731 -98) from a bUst al the 
Medical School Library, Malta. Grima specialised In surgery In Florence 
and Paris. He is the author of a book on traumatic surgery (Della 




PROFESSORS OF PATHOLOGY 
Or Ludovico Abela 1800-1815 
Or Stefano Grillet 1815-1831 
---------
Or Stefano Zerafa 1833-1856 
Or G.D. Galea 1856-1894 
Or C Samut 1894-1920 
Or R. Samut 1920-1926 
Or R. Vincenti 1927-1948 
Or E. Agius (Acting) 1949-1953 
Or G.P. Xuereb 1953-1982 
Or Jos. Gatt 1982-1992 
Or M.N. Cauchi 1992-
Or L. Abela was also Professor of Medicine, 1800-1815. 
Or Stefano Zerafa was also Professor of Medicine, 1815-
1831; Physiology 1833-1856, Forensic Medicine 1829-
1859 and Natural ~istory 1829-1859. 
Or G.D. Galea was also Professor of Physiology 1856-
1902; of Medicine, 1856-1902; of Hygiene 1856-90. 
Or C. Samut was also Professor of Anatomy and Histol-
ogy 1894-1920. 
29 
Bacteriology and Parasitology began to be taught in their 
own right in 1920. 
Or R. Samut 
Or R. Vincenti 
Or E. Agius 
1920 - 1926 
1927 - 1948 
1949 - 1975 
It is to be noted that these lecturers were occupying the 
Chair of Pathology concurrently from 1920 to 1953. 
30 
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